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	Disclaimer

	This story is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and organizations are imagined, and any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Some real locations appear in the book to bring the world to life, but the events that unfold there are entirely fictional.
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Prologue

	 

	The sun was setting, the horizon bathed in a warm glow that shimmered with a thousand colours. The great city of the Zulu nation hummed with chatter, yet beneath it all I could still hear the sea whispering in the distance.

	I had worked for years to reach this moment, and now the stage was set. Behind me stood giants—icons and leaders with the power to move mountains and change the course of rivers through the sheer force of their influence. Before me stretched a crowd drawn from every corner of this beautiful land, gathered here for one purpose: to hear me speak. The thought alone was astonishing.

	I was ready. After all, I had been doing this for some time, and public speaking had never been a weakness of mine. I knew I could command this speech. And yet, today felt different. Beneath my confidence, something stirred—a tremor rising within me that I could not name.

	I wore a black and white cotton shirt, soft against my skin, with a V-shaped strip of leopard hide draped over it. My trousers were sleek and slim, designed for comfort by one of our renowned Indian designers. Patiently, I waited for my introduction, still puzzled by his choice of a Zulu crown of cowhide. Yet, as it rested on my head, it felt unexpectedly fitting.

	The king, flanked by his five advisors, was delivering a hearty address when the crowd erupted into cheers so thunderous they startled me. The unease within me surged, but I pushed it down, focusing instead on the cool, grounding feel of the wooden stage beneath my bare feet. It was almost comical, considering the mountain of sneakers back in my apartment, yet walking barefoot felt right—natural. I glanced down at the bands woven with red and white beads around my ankles, matched by the ones on my wrists, and smiled.

	The cheers faded into a hush. The king stepped aside, leaving the way clear for me. Slowly, I descended the steps, the sea of colour and faces rising into full view. Thousands of eyes fixed on me. I bowed low to the king, and he greeted me with a warm smile before extending his hand. His grip was firm, pulling me into an embrace I never could have imagined. Emotion surged. My eyes burned, tears threatening to fall. I fought them back, but one slipped free, vanishing into the rough of my beard.

	When the king released me, he gestured toward the crowd, and I drew a deep breath. But the moment my gaze swept forward, my heart faltered. My throat dried. My eyes locked on a single figure among the masses.

	Her.

	The feeling surged violently through me. My mouth parted, but no words would come. Before I could speak, the world erupted. Sounds of canon fire filling the air. An explosion thundered from the far left of the city, dust spiralling into the air.

	I spun to see the king encircled by his guards, their formation tightening as they moved him back to safety. Women clutched children as they fled, following protocol drilled into them by generations. Shouts of command rang out, the summoning of warriors to arms mixing with the terrified cries of those scattering into the streets. Above the chaos, the deep voices of the Zulu Hundred and the king’s guard thundered, strong and steady, assuring me the royal household and the village would soon be secured.

	But my eyes dragged back to where they had been—back to her. And in that instant, horror struck.

	A spear whistled through the air, screaming toward me with deadly precision. My heart seized. My eyes clamped shut. Darkness consumed me before I could even react.

	 

	 

	 

	



	


Chapter 1 

	My last clear memory of that night was the spear’s light swallowing everything, the roar of dust tearing through my chest. Then—nothing. Blackness. No fire, no voice, just the silence of something too big for me to hold.

	When I woke again, it wasn’t in a hut or battlefield, but in the dull ring of an alarm clock., reaching for my phone on the side cabinet to switch it off. I wished I could drift back to sleep, but no—work awaited.

	The city of Joburg roared to life with taxis hooting and the buzz of early commuters shaking off their own slumber. People were already moving, some barely sleeping at all, heading to offices, markets, or chasing the next quick fix.

	Joburg was the centre of nearly everything, a city crowded with people from all over the world. Overpopulated, if I was honest. I was on the seventh floor of a building on Esselene Street in Hillbrow, near the taxi ranks where 16-seaters parked each morning. I could hear engines roar to life, faint music spilling through the concrete walls, and the chatter of those below.

	I walked to the window, shirtless in blue boxer shorts, and looked down. One of my neighbours, a Venda man, had his red taxi blasting Zulu music, the sound echoing up to me. The city amazed me—how it could shape people. Some aspired to be white, changing their skin tone, while others claimed Zulu heritage to wield fear. I’d seen good men lost to the city’s temptations, succumbing to its false gold. Few remained grounded, and those who did were fleeting glimpses, frequently escaping to villages or immersing themselves in work to avoid the city’s dark shadow. I called it the shadow of hell—cold, ruthless, filled with swindlers, tricksters in suits, robbers, and opportunists preying on the lost. Even angels with broken wings, disguised by charms and holy words, could lead others astray.

	The winter morning fog mixed with smoke from the streets as vendors set up their tables, coffee and cakes served to lines of taxi passengers. The city smelled foul, like forgotten things decaying and lost souls drifting far from home. Here, you die many deaths—and the worst is when you die while still breathing. Times were hard. These millennium years had not favoured most, except for corrupt officials or those profiting from it. My father had once told me, whether I cared for politics or not, politics always cared for me. I clenched my fists thinking of great leaders who fell to greedy men, of rules made by dishonest hands while slum dwellers suffered.

	“Thinking too hard, I see,” Jasmine said.

	I glanced at her. She wore her favourite purple and grey tracksuit, white Nikes, and her long black hair tied neatly in a ponytail.

	“Nah, not really. Just checking out the weather,” I replied.

	She came closer, hugging me from behind and kissing my shoulder. Her sweet scent made me forget the city’s stench entirely. I turned to embrace her as she rested her head on my chest.

	“Sorry I went out without telling you,” She said, a hint of silliness in her voice, “I just couldn’t wake you; you were sleeping so peacefully last night.”

	I smiled and kissed the top of her head. “It’s fine Hun. I wasn’t really up for jogging anyway.”

	She hesitated, her eyes flicking back to the street below. “I love this city, you know,” she whispered, almost to herself. “But sometimes I feel like it keeps asking for pieces of us. Like the more you give, the less of you comes back but something has to be done.” She looked up at me, half a smile, half a warning.

	After a moment, I released her. “Speaking of sweat, before I smell like you, let me bathe and prepare for work.”

	She punched me lightly. “Would you like anything special for breakfast?”

	I held the door, paused, and then turned with a grin. “Well—could you put yourself on a plate, all covered in that sauce I like?”

	She laughed, and I winked. “Anything you prepare will do Hun.”

	As I prepared the bath, my thoughts drifted to her. We’d met three months ago while I jogged in the park. Her beauty struck me immediately—raven black hair tied in a neat ponytail, stretching gracefully. Her eyes, a rare blend of grey and blue, froze me in place. Her skin was smooth, like melted vanilla ice cream. Her body perfectly shaped, curves in all the right places. She was short, so I towered above her, noticing her soft, luscious lips parting as I struggled to speak. I introduced myself, and here we were.

	Jasmine was smart, beautiful, and unaffected by the city’s chaos. She had spent most of her life here, visiting her parents’ homeland abroad only occasionally. Joburg could be hell, yet she thrived in it. We shared dreams—mine grand, hers simple—but I didn’t mind. The life I wanted could coexist with what we had now.

	A knock on the door pulled me from my thoughts. Jasmine stormed in, heading straight to the toilet. I jumped from my relaxed position, startled. She laughed, covering part of her face. “Don’t worry, it’s not number two.”

	We laughed.

	After the usual morning antics, we returned to the bedroom.

	I asked, “Is this real?”

	She smiled, guiding my hand gently. “Every single beat is for you.” Then, almost as if she caught herself being too vulnerable, she added with a playful roll of her eyes: “Besides, someone has to keep you from looking like a lost hobo.” “I love you, Jazz,” I said. “Her smile and quick kiss spoke more than words could. “You better get moving then,” she said. That was enough.

	Dressed, I headed to the kitchen. My bachelor pad was simple: open-plan kitchen, black and silver cupboards made by my friend Mavundla, a black L-shaped couch, glass coffee table on a red carpet, and a 50-inch plasma. The colourful paintings and pot plants were Jasmine’s touch to brighten my life. She sat on the couch watching TV.

	“I’m going to my place today, love. My parents are visiting, so I need to fix a few things,” she said.

	I nodded, but she lingered, remote in hand, eyes distant for a second. “My dad always says the city makes or breaks you. I want him to see that I’m not just surviving it—I’m shaping it.” Then she caught herself, flashed her easy grin. “Anyway, don’t forget to eat, Mr.”

	“Okay hun. I’ll call when I’m settled at work. Enjoy your day.” I kissed her goodbye.

	Walking to the elevator, I saw Mubanga, my Nigerian neighbour and sort-of friend. Tall, dark, athletic, with a deep voice like a movie narrator. His tattoo peeked out from under his shirt, tribal and mysterious.

	“Mubanga the giant,” I said, raising my hand up high dramatically.

	“Ah, my dwarf friend. Where are the others? Or did you leave them with Snow?” he whispered the last words, cautious Jasmine wouldn’t hear.

	We laughed, exchanged jokes, and I pressed the elevator button. I checked my phone as the lift descended. The screen flickered, distorted like a lost signal, and then the power cut off.

	Panic surged. Alone, trapped in the dark, my head split with pain. Blood trickled from my nose

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	
	